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July 12: The Panamanian Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Trade has been at the center of the
anti-Noriega protests. To the present, most Panamanians who came to its meetings were white.
In a television interview Noriega called the opposition "racist" and dismissed the protests as the
work of about 5,000 members of the largely light-skinned upper class. July 13: The pro-government
newspaper LA CRITICA, reproduced a document signed by over 400 businesspersons advocating
the creation of a new "non-political" Chamber of Commerce, Trade and Industry, as the best
defense of the free enterprise system. According to the document, the signatories' position is
based on fears that the political activism demonstrated by current leaders of the Chamber will lead
to significant business losses, and affect the good relations the Panamanian business sector has
"always maintained with all governments." Alongwith other business associations, the Chamber's
current leadership played a leading role in the formation of the National Civic Crusade which
has organized anti-government demonstrations since early June. July 14: Judicial authorities told
the relatives of dozens of Panamanians detained during anti-government protests July 10 that
the detainees have been sentenced to as much as 18 months in prison. To the present, during
five weeks of protests thousands who were arrested were released after a few hours. Prolonged
detentions and stiff sentences appear to be new tactics adopted by the Panamanian Defense Forces
to quell discontent over commander-in-chief Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega. There also have been
allegations by some former prisoners of beatings in jail. Ignacio Garcia, 37, a mill chief at a General
Mills flour plant in Panama City, was picked up as he emerged from a bar wearing a white factory
uniform, his sister Graciela said. White handkerchiefs are the emblem of the opposition National
Civic Crusade. Anyone wearing white last Friday ran the risk of arrest. A judge told Graciela Garcia
on the evening of July 13 that her brother was sentenced to a year in jail for sedition and vandalism.
One of those released July 14 was student Jose Benjamin de Gracia, 19, who was arrested July
10. He said he was taken to three Defense Forces garrisons Friday afternoon, where he said he
was repeatedly kicked and punched and fondled in his genital area. One uniformed soldier who
discovered de Gracia had twisted an ankle during his arrest kicked him in the ankle, he said. He
said prison guards forced de Gracia to watch as they stripped another prisoner naked, put their
boots on the man's neck and beat him with rubber hoses. Police found a white handkerchief in
de Gracia's pocket and told him it constituted evidence against him, he said. Leida Ortaz, 31, six
months pregnant, said her husband, factory worker Carlos Castillo, 31, went out Friday to buy
medicine. Police fired on him and beat him with rubber truncheons, she said. When Ortaz came out
to help her husband, she was beaten on the legs and back, she said. Ortaz said she took her husband
to the emergency room of a public hospital and then went to the maternity ward for treatment for
stomach pains. By the time she returned to the emergency room, police had taken her husband to
prison, she said. He has not been sentenced, she said. According to Chamber of Commerce vice
president Raul Mendez, the chamber received 221 complaints from relatives of detainees between
Sunday and noon July 14. Some of those may have been released in recent hours, he said. On July 13
the Chamber presented 85 writs of habeus corpus to the Supreme Court. Defense Forces spokesman
Maj. Edgardo Lopez said 136 prisoners were freed over the weekend. At least 39 more, mostly
students, were freed at noon July 14 from the Modelo prison, where most are being held, some of the
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released prisoners said. US Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs William
Walker arrived for two days of meetings with Panamanian leaders. July 15: Anti-government
protesters said that their movement may have been temporarily set back by abusive treatment in jail
of demonstrators. The US State Department and both Houses of Congress have criticized Noriega's
rule recently, but there appears to be concern in the Pentagon about the direction Panama could
take if Noriega is forced to leave power. There are nearly 10,000 US troops based in the Canal Zone,
and many sensitive intelligence operations are directed from American bases along the Panama
Canal. "The American military people say that the most organized group in Panama is the defense
forces," said a businessman who is in regular contact with senior US officers. "Their position is that
Noriega is all they've got. They don't want to go through a period of change that could be painful,
embarrassing and threatening." In response to a request by members of the Catholic Church
hierarchy, the National Civic Crusade suspended an anti- government demonstration scheduled
for July 16. Statements by opposition leaders, supported by politicians belonging to the Opposition
Democratic Alliance (ADO) made it clear, however, that the decision was only a postponement.
The Crusade urged Panamanians to continue civic disobedience actions initiated on June 10, i.e.,
banging pots and blowing car horns and midday and 6 pm, and to prepare themselves for a "major
total strike." The Crusade also called on Panamanians to delay tax payments, and to congregate
on the streets after completing the workday. On July 14, large numbers of people gathered on the
streets after work hours waving white handkerchiefs in several areas of Panama City, including
the financial district. Waving white handkerchiefs in groups on the street, pot banging and horn
blowing as expressions of protest against the government have been undertaken largely by middle-
class citizens. These actions have not been widespread in low-income neighborhoods and suburbs
in the capital and other cities and towns. (Basic data from PRENSA LATINA, AP, WASHINGTON
POST, NEW YORK TIMES)
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